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A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF INDIGINOUS 
WATER RIGHTS, DECOLONIZING SPACES, 
AND ENVISIONING A RECONCILIATORY
ivy huwald
Captivated by the rushing torrent of salmon racing upstream, Amy Cordalis recalls sitting beside her father as he shares snippets of 
the deeply rich history her Yurok roots have with 
the running rivers of the Klamath. For generations, 
these salmon runs have served as a vital vein in 
the ecological and cultural networks of the Pacifi c 
Northwest. Annual salmon runs have been sustainably 
fi shed for thousands of years, yet their cultural and 
spiritual signifi cance runs much deeper than just a 
meal. Wide-eyed and hopeful, young Amy Cordalis 
didn’t yet know that the same river teeming with fi sh 
before her would suff er the largest fi sh kill in history 
only decades later.
In just a handful of days, the 2002 Klamath River 
fi sh kill decimated over 68,000 fi sh returning to spawn. 
The cause of the kill was soon investigated by the US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, which found that there had 
been an explosive growth of parasites as water levels 
dropped due to the recurring diversion of water for 
farmers coupled with the already obstructed fl ows 
because of the dams. The massive economic, spiritual, 
and ecological disaster on the Klamath reignited fi erce 
debates surrounding water rights on the river. Yet as 
disease, drought, and debate plagued the region, Amy 
began her studies in law and crystallized her future as 
an advocate for indigenous and environmental rights. 
Amy is just one of many involved in the numerous legal 
battles that have been fi ghting to uphold water rights 
on the Klamath. One of the most integral battles is the 
push to follow through what will be the largest dam 
removal project in history.
WHAT'S THE SITUATION?
Today, more than 350 miles of what was once natural 
salmon and steelhead habitat are inaccessible as a 
result of the dams and reservoirs that have been 
constructed along the Klamath (Figure 1). The dams 
create an environment that encourages toxic blue-
green algae blooms and a proliferation of harmful 
parasites like the ones responsible for the massive fi sh 
kill that occurred in 2002. In addition, water from 
the river is frequently redirected to irrigate massive 
agricultural plots throughout California. The tumult 
surrounding water rights along the Klamath is diffi  cult 
to blame on any one factor; however, what is certain is 
that repeated and ruptured promises of lucrative plans 
are much too often prioritized over the innate value 
and well-being of the river.
Dam removal will be a crucial step in restoring 
the Klamath basin, but the process has been a grueling 
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one. Complicated by the politics of water access 
and management, the river and the human-made 
reservoirs constructed along it have been the crux of 
several confl icting promises made to non-indigenous 
farmers in need of irrigation, tribal members fi shing 
for sustenance, massive fi sh hatcheries, and even 
fi re-fi ghting eff orts throughout the Pacifi c Northwest. 
Joseph L. James, chairman of the Yurok Tribe, said, 
“Our Creator gave us the right to sustainably harvest 
salmon from the Klamath River. In return, we have 
a sacred duty to be a strong steward of the river and 
all of the life it supports.” Yet history reveals that 
time and time again the indiginous people of the 
Klamath Basin have been robbed of their right to fi sh 
and denied their eff orts to be stewards of the river. 
This is precisely why the decommissioning of the 
dams serves as a key milestone in the battle towards 
restoring the well-being of the region. Deconstructing 
the behemoths of colonial conceptions of profi t and 
control over others (including the land and water) is a 
pivotal and necessary step in reimagining sustainable, 
reconciliatory relationships.
Figure 1. Map illustrating the extent of the Klamath River and the four dams to 
be decommissioned to the east (map by Sharon Okada).
THE COLONIAL HISTORY BEHDIIND TODAY'S 
INDUSTRY  AND INFRASTRUCTURE
In many ways, Amy’s story is a familiar one. Oral 
traditions reaffi  rm powerful ties to the land and waters 
of Southern Oregon and Northern California are not 
unscathed from the dominant narratives that defi ne 
history as being just that, the past. As early as 1865 the 
federal government received a chilling notice from a 
surgeon in the Klamath area:
"Those who saw the Klamath and Trinity rivers in 
early days say that during the summer months they 
ran as clear as crystal, and thronged with salmon 
from the sea; now they are muddy streams and 
almost deserted by the fi sh. [Native Americans] 
gaze sadly into the muddy waters, despoiled almost 
of their fi nny prey by the impurities from the sluice 
boxes of the miners at the head of the stream… 
Their salmon fi shing is destroyed to a very great 
extent, and with it one of their chief means of 
subsistence" (Most 2007, 9).
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While white settlement violently altered 
relationships and understandings of space for 
centuries, one specifi c form of colonial legacies 
unmasks itself on the Klamath in 1902 when both 
Oregon and California ceded land to the federal 
government, opening it to homesteading with the 
promise of water rights for farmers. The Bureau of 
Reclamation’s mission for the Klamath Irrigation 
Project stated that it planned to “reclaim the sunbaked 
prairies and worthless swamps” that provided 
sustenance to the Klamath region for centuries prior.
The mission was quickly fulfi lled as swaths of 
remaining indigenous land and thriving ecological 
habitats were further subsumed by the ravenous hands 
of industry. The Klamath region bears the scars of 
the extractive, colonial categorization of the land as 
a resource. Furthermore, the same land served as a 
site for colonial expressions of violence by not only 
delineating ownership of the land to serve private and 
political interests, but also by employing the land units 
as internment camps. Most notes that during World 
War II, the US War Relocation Authority built a total 
of ten concentration camps to house 18,000 Japanese 
Americans on Klamath project lands (Figure 2). After 
the war, the Bureau of Reclamation opened 86 farm 
units to homesteading, and by the end of the twentieth 
century 1,400 farms were operating on the Klamath 
Project lands, cultivating nearly 210,000 acres of wheat, 
barley, alfalfa, potatoes, onions, horseradish, sugar 
beets, and other crops.
While the Klamath Project lands were divvied 
up to serve economic and political interests, the 
river itself was also subject to such acts of control and 
profi t. In 1918 the Copco 1 Dam was constructed on 
the Klamath River, blocking access to more than 350 
miles of salmon and steelhead habitat in the main stem 
of the upper Klamath and its tributaries. Less than a 
decade later in 1925, the Copco 2 was constructed a 
quarter mile downstream. Eventually a total of seven 
dams on the Klamath River served the interest of 
the Department of Interior’s Klamath Reclamation 
Project for the purpose of directing irrigation water. 
Figure 2. Map depicting the Klamath Basin Project. In 1906, the Reclamation Service initiated the Klamath Project 
to drain lakes and wetlands for cultivation. Years following it became the site of 10 Japanese Internment camps and 
numerous homesteading farm units (source: Oregon History Project).
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‘The mission was quickly fulfi lled as swaths of remaining indigenous land and thriving ecological habitats were further subsumed by the ravenous hands of industry.
What was once a river teeming with life has become 
a landscape serving as a convenient stage for political 
and profi table ploys to play out. Today, Klamath River 
fall chinook runs are less than 8 percent of their 
historical abundance and coho salmon’s numbers have 
fallen below 1 percent. Chum and pink salmon, once 
abundant in the Klamath, are now extinct while coho 
salmon, the Lost River and Short Nosed Suckers, and 
the once largest run of salmon, the Spring chinook, 
are listed as facing extinction.
EVER-RAGING FIGHT FOR WATER RIGHTS
The river has and will continue to be part of a living, 
breathing landscape regardless of human actions 
upon it. As California ascended into the agricultural 
industry, investing in a profi table future that could 
feed not just locals but a globalizing world as well, 
the previous treaties made with the Yurok seemed 
miniscule, obsolete. Almost so small when standing 
beside the monolith of California’s agricultural 
industry that thousands of indigineous lives were 
robbed of their dignity and literal right to fi sh. 
Imposing itself onto the landscape, these dams 
represent a shift from fi shing for sustenance to 
harnessing the energy and water from dams to redirect 
them in ways that support a complex, extractive means 
of commercializing the entire agricultural, fi shing, and 
energy industry.
As early as the 1930s salmon numbers were 
beginning to deplete and prompted eff orts to outlaw 
all commercial fi shing of salmon. However, this ban 
extended to even the Yurok despite the tribe’s physical 
and spiritual reliance on the fi sh. It took nearly four 
decades of legal struggle for the Yurok to win back 
their right to fi sh the Klamath. While they retained 
the reclaimed right for a brief period of time, in 1978 
the California Supreme Court once again banned the 
Tribe from fi shing the river. This quickly intensifi ed to 
armed showdowns with federal and state authorities 
that placed countless of indigneous lives at risk known 
as the “Klamath Salmon Wars.” Even today, legal fi ghts 
and ongoing contention persist. Cordalis asserts that 
these ongoing struggles on the Klamath is the “classic 
environmental justice issue—the poor brown people 
bearing the brunt of an environmental, ecological 
disaster… The core of our culture, the fi sh, has been 
taken away so that another society can prosper.”
LOOKING TOWARD THE FUTURE,    
INFORMED BY THE PAST AND PRESENT
The controversy has raged on and on, yet resilience is 
an apt way of describing the fi ght for indigineous land 
and water rights. Colonial legacies persist throughout 
the landscape and assessing how massive structures 
like dams came to be erected presents a challenge. 
The decommissioning of the four Klamath dams sets 
precedent for the diff erent ways in which we can work 
toward a reconciliatory landscape. I am not arguing 
for decommissioning every dam in the US, rather, 
we must advocate for a landscape of dignity, one that 
acknowledges the epistemic, ethnic, and ecological 
violence that has occured and works to repair the 
damage, recover untold stories of resistance, and 
restore the land.
Lying ahead of us and our own communities 
is an increasingly unpredictable world at the mercy 
of climate change with the passing of each decade. 
Pair this with the invisible yet powerful networks of 
profi t-driven agendas, we’re fooling ourselves to think 
that the average person is secured immunity from 
the discord. The rural farmers making ends meet, 
the blue-collar workers living paycheck to paycheck, 
the complex networks of water, land, and animals 
have historically never been a priority in a world that 
pledges profi t over people and steps in only to place 
band-aids on the weathering hands of the workers.
Yet there is hope. Mobilization eff orts and 
resistance is growing and off ers alternative means of 
tackling the problems that lie before us. One of the 
largest dam removal projects enacted on Washington’s 
Elwha River shows promise after the decision to 
decommission two dams. Similarly, the plan had been 
made in response to the alarming drop in the keystone 
salmon species that relied on the Elwha. Countless 
species have since returned and grown in numbers 
and while ongoing research continues, other aspects 
of ecological health have been noted. Sediment loads, 
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nutrient loads, and local and coastal communities of 
the Elhwa have been steadily improving after only a 
few years following dam removal. Here in Humboldt 
County, the Klamath Riverkeeper, along with over 40 
other stakeholders, has been working for more than 
17 years to restore the Klamath River. When the four 
Klamath River dams do come down, we will witness 
one of the largest river restoration projects in North 
American history.
Beyond dam removal, notable acts of resistance to 
colonial legacies are being made. This year the Yurok 
Tribe confi rmed the new status of the Klamath River 
as they offi  cially granted the body of water the rights 
of personhood. Cordalis explained that if the river was 
“hurt,” such as a having a toxic pollutant being in it, 
legal teams are able to bring a cause of action against 
polluters in order to protect the river. Moreover, the 
potentially benefi cial implementation of traditional 
ecological knowledge off ers itself as a tool for long 
term, sustainable management practices. Bill Tripp, 
deputy director of the Karuk Department of Natural 
Resources, explained, “These practices, though they’re 
conveyed through oral histories in the form of a myth 
or a story, they actually have practical ecological 
purposes.”
Decolonize the mind, decolonize the landscape. 
Water is life and the veins of the Earth have been 
clogged by colonial forces 
seeking exhaust resources and 
profi t. There is a story behind 
every building, street name, and 
in this case, dam. It is vital that 
we ask ourselves in what ways 
do they revere the ghosts of 
colonialism? Furthermore, what 
can we do to change this? The 
largest dam removal waits on our 
horizon and instills the hope that 
we can fi nd a common ground 
with neighboring communities, 
animals, and ourselves. Working 
towards a reconciliatory 
landscape means exactly this. 
Questioning the conception of 
various parts of the landscape 
and ultimately asking what 
it means as a whole as we 
reimagine future possibilities.
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